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        THE VAMPIRE HUNT

        A Rite World Novella

      

      

       

      Norah is a demon hunter, one of the best graduated from the Blackthorn Hunters Academy. When she’s sent to investigate a case concerning demons in a small town, she runs into a very arrogant vampire. Her first instinct is to kill him, after all, he’s a supernatural and demon hunters are taught to end all evil.

      

      Cain is a vampire prince. Because of his status, he’s in charge of making sure humans don’t find out about his kind. During a routine investigation, he bumps into a very sexy demon hunter and he wonders what she’s doing on his way.

      

      However, the case grows much bigger for Norah and Cain to handle alone. To find the truth and win this battle, the vampire and the demon hunter will have to hunt together—without killing each other.

      

      How well could this end?
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      I hope you enjoy reading Autumn Rebel!

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my Newsletter to find out about new releases, cover reveals, giveaways, and more!

      If you want to see exclusive teasers, help me decide on covers, read excerpts, talk about books, etc, join my reader group on Facebook: Juliana’s Club!
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      Even though the night was cold, the spiced wine was warm, and that kept the male fae going. I brought my cup to my lips, but stopped midway when the Winter fae clipped the chin of the Autumn fae with his fist.

      The Winter fae cheered.

      I groaned, drank the rest of the wine in my cup, and discarded it on the snow. “Come on, Lennox!” I yelled over the cheering.

      Lennox threw me a heated glared before ducking under the Winter fae’s arm and landing a hard elbow on the fae’s back. His opponent lost his footing and landed face-first in the snow.

      “Is this better?” Lennox asked, his voice high pitched.

      I didn’t have time to answer him as the other fae shot up and charged him, resuming the fight.

      I looked around, searching for the young page who was serving drinks. I caught sight of him on the other side of the improvised ring, filling the cups of the other fae. Eventually, he would return this way. Meanwhile, I clutched the fur-lined cloak I had brought and tried to stay warm.

      Whose idea was it to go traveling to other courts and offer them my services? Oh, yeah, mine. If I was here, suffering in the cold air of the Winter Court, it was my rusting fault.

      But I couldn’t deny that after a handful of days here, it was easy to get used to the cold and the snow. And the fae. The soldiers welcomed Lennox and me, and even invited us to two of these games. Every few days, they constructed a makeshift ring behind the barracks, where the noise wouldn’t be heard from the castle, and fought among themselves. The only rule was no magic or weapons, only fists and your own strength. Bets ran freely with each match, but the money didn’t seem to matter. The main thing was the camaraderie and the fun.

      Things I hadn’t encountered in a long time.

      The first night they invited Lennox and me for the fights, I was skeptical. We were here as guests of the Winter King. I didn’t want to sneak around and do something we shouldn’t. But they assured me King Cadewyn—or Cade to his friends—knew about the fights, and even showed up once in a while to fight too.

      I couldn’t tell if that was true or not, but I chose to believe it was.

      Lennox stopped playing and landed a rapid sequence of front kicks in the castle guard’s chest that made him stumble back and lose his footing. Lennox advanced and brought up his fist in a beautiful uppercut. The guard went down.

      Lennox lifted both fists to the air. “Yes!”

      The soldiers around the ring groaned and exchanged coins. Only a few had bet on Lennox.

      Sweaty but wearing a big grin, Lennox trudged to my side. The young page appeared and Lennox grabbed two cups of spiced wine. He offered one to me and brought the other to his lips, drinking it all in two big gulps. 

      When he was done, I handed my cup back to him. “It looks like you need this more than I do, captain.”

      Lennox didn’t hesitate. He took my cup and emptied its contents. Then he reached to the side and fished his cloak from a bench lining the stone path—now mostly buried under the snow. He patted a hand over it, sweeping away the ice and snow that had clung to the fabric. He wrapped the cloak around his body and shivered.

      “It was a good fight,” he said. “This might be for sport, but it’s different from the formal training.”

      “Different is good,” I observed.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “The more we train with different styles and patterns, the better our fighting will be.”

      I nodded, but deep down, I wondered why we bothered. The last big fight in Wyth had been almost a year ago, when the witch Sanna had invaded the Sun City in the Summer Court. If it had depended on Crown Prince Lugh, we would have stayed away from that fight too, just like we stayed away when Cade had to deal with the Tabred invading and cursing his lands, and then when the Spring Court had to fight their tyrant fake king, Vasant—alongside the witch, Sanna.

      I had been fighting in the Autumn Court’s army since I could hold a sword, and I would do anything for my kingdom, but I had grown tired of watching the disparities of Wyth from afar. Most of the other courts had united to fight together. Why couldn’t we? Just because the former king thought our kingdom didn’t need to depend on others? That we should be strong and efficient independently? Because he didn’t want to have any debts to pay?

      That had been many years ago. I had urged the crown prince to change his stance on the matter, but he wanted to follow his father's example. So, I remained quiet.

      But at some point, I couldn’t sit on my ass and watch anymore. Disobeying direct orders to stand down, I marched out of the Autumn Court and faced Sanna and the trolls with the other courts. And since then, I had barely stepped foot in my kingdom.

      After helping at the Summer Court, I had gone to the Night Court and helped Prince Nix and Princess Amaya train a new crop of soldiers, and now here I was, at the Winter Court, helping General Kei with his soldiers. He wanted to train them in different styles and tactics than they were used to, and I was happy to oblige.

      In the handful of days Lennox and I had been here, we had received many compliments from the generals and the king. I tried not letting that go to my head, but it felt great to be useful again.

      Not that there wasn’t much to do in the Autumn Court, but I had always wanted—needed—a change of scenery. Now, I was finally getting one.

      The fighting went on for two more rounds while the coins flowed, along with the wine and ale. 

      Then Xitan, one of the White Knights, walked to the middle of the makeshift ring and pointed his finger at me. “I challenge Prince Redlen for a fight.”

      A cheer erupted around the fae, and Lennox patted my shoulder. “I don’t think you can get out of this one, Red.”

      Who said I wanted to?

      I unclasped my cloak and pushed it into Lennox’s arms. My sword had stayed back in my room, but I never left my dagger behind—I unfastened it from my belt and handed it to Lennox too. As I walked toward the ring, I rolled my shoulders and flexed my bare arms—I had been ready to fight. The soldiers whistled and cheered, eager to see a foreign prince getting his ass kicked.

      As if I would allow that to happen.

      I stepped into the ring and faced Xitan as he said, “Remember, my lord, no magic.”

      I nodded. When fighting, my instinct was to reach for my magic first—my power of the Autumn elements or shapeshifting into my fox form—but since arriving in the Winter Court, we had trained without any of it. It was a nice change of pace.

      We positioned ourselves in combat stances—feet apart, fists raised, eyes locked in a defiant glare.

      For a minute, we just stayed like that, facing each other, while the crowd around us exchanged bets. From the corner of my eye, I saw Lennox exchanging coins. He better be betting on me, or I would demote him to a castle guard when we got back to the Autumn Court.

      If we got back to the Autumn Court.

      When the chatting and movement reduced around us, someone yelled, “Fight!”

      Xitan didn’t waste time and came at me, his arms throwing punches left and right, forcing me to retreat backward and dodge in rapid succession. The worst part of fighting in this court wasn’t how skilled the soldiers were; it was the rusting snow and ice. Even though the ring had been cleared of snow, a thin layer of sleet and ice remained, making it difficult to find footing. During the fights, I had seen many able fae fall because they slipped on the ice, and that had given their opponents an opening.

      And they were all used to battling in these conditions. I wasn’t.

      I ground my heels on the ice as best as I could and held my ground when Xitan swiped a hook at my head. I ducked and landed a pretty uppercut to his stomach. The soldier gasped and stumbled back, losing his balance and almost falling back. He pressed a hand over his chest, inhaling deeply, but I didn’t give him a chance to recover and come at me again. I charged headfirst and wrapped my arms around his midriff, taking him down. Again, he gasped for air. I allowed him two seconds to recover before straddling and raising my fist to his face.

      “Surrender?” I asked.

      One corner of his lips tugged up. “Never.” In a flash, he scooped some of the snow accumulated at the edge of the ring and threw it at my eyes. I blinked, but in that one second, he acted. Taking advantage of my disorientation, Xitan flipped us and pressed my back on the cold ice. “Use your surroundings, prince.” I groaned from the chill spreading through my body and from not being used to this scenery. Of course, the snow. “Surrender?” he asked, his fist lined with my head.

      “Prince Redlen!” a voice echoed through the night.

      The soldiers turned to the voice and stood at attention. Xitan clasped my arm and shot up, helping me stand beside him.

      General Kei strode among the fae, coming toward me.

      “Good evening, general.” I ran a hand over my pants, patting off the ice and snow. “Were you looking for me?”

      General Kei stopped at the edge of the makeshift ring. “Not me. King Cadewyn is asking for you.”

      I frowned. At this time of the night? “What is it?”

      General Kei glanced around and as if he had issued an order, the soldiers dispersed and walked away. When no one else but Lennox and Xitan were within earshot, the general continued, “There’s trouble at the border.”
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      When Kei said there was trouble at the border, I imagined it was the border with the Day Court or maybe the Dusk Court. I hadn’t thought he meant south, where the Winter Court met the Triad River, and beyond it, the Tywyll Forest.

      The last I heard, Cade had joined forces with his mate, Amber, and the king of the Day Court. Together, they had conjured a magical barrier to keep the Tywyll Forest isolated forever. How could there be trouble now?

      I met with the king in front of the White Castle, where he waited for me with a handful of his White Knights. The king and his knights shapeshifted into their wolf forms. General Kei and Xitan did the same. I glanced at Lennox and we shifted into our fox forms.

      My fox was dark red, like my hair, and almost twice the size of Lennox’s burnt-orange fox. Beside Cade’s white wolf, my fox looked small, but what I lacked in size, I compensated for in agility and speed.

      We rushed through the forest, our paws pounding the snow and ice covering the ground. I couldn’t deny the Winter Court was a beautiful place, with all the eerie whiteness blanketing the earth and the ice wrapping around the trees, giving them a crystal-like shine. Shame it was a little too cold for my taste.

      We slowed down when we arrived at one of the border outposts. Two guards emerged from it, and we shifted back to our fae form to talk to them.

      The two guards bowed to their king.

      “What’s going on?” Cade asked. He had his long white hair falling down his back, and wore a fancy white fur cloak over his broad shoulders. “The report said there was movement outside the barrier.”

      “Yes, my king,” one of the soldiers said. His name was Aimon. The other was Birch. I had seen them both before during training. “Right where the river narrows and becomes shallow. We saw shadows behind the magical barrier.”

      Cade glanced at me. “How about you and I go investigate?”

      Before meeting Cade in front of the castle, I had made a quick stop at my room in the barracks—I had been offered a fancy guest chamber in the castle, but I had refused—to grab my armor and my sword.

      Now, I placed a hand on the hilt of my sword, hanging from its scabbard at my hip, and nodded at the king. “I’m ready.”

      Lennox’s brow slammed down and I knew what was going through his head. He had been my best friend since we were little kids. We had joined the army together, trained all our lives together, and when I advanced in rank, I arranged for him to serve with me. Most of our missions, most of our fights had been together, and he always got anxious when I left him behind. He had made a vow to protect me, and he couldn’t keep that vow when he wasn’t with me.

      I looked at him and gave him a brief nod, assuring him that everything would be all right. Lennox pressed his lips in a tight line but didn’t say anything.

      Cade took the lead, and I followed. The two of us marched through the snow until it stopped at the river’s bed.

      “There,” he said, pointing to a soft bend in the river, where it became a thin and shallow strip.

      We approached the bend. I couldn’t see the barrier, other than a murky glare in the distance, but I could feel its powerful magic brushing against me like a gentle wind.

      I watched for movement or shadows behind the barrier but didn’t see anything.

      “Even if we see something, it’s not like they can cross it, right?” I asked. “I mean, there’s no way to break the barrier’s magic.”

      Cade’s brow was furrowed as he assessed the barrier for any weakness. “I don’t know. How many times have we seen magic that was seemingly indestructible, and then something came and undid it?”

      True. I hoped this wasn’t the case.

      “But—“

      A shadow loomed behind the barrier and jumped through it. Cade lifted his hands and sent out a wave of ice, and I brought the wind, but it was too late.

      The shadow caught us.
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      The sword came for my head and I ducked, escaping the harsh strike that was sure to take me out of the fight.

      “Oh my,” someone whispered from the corner of the arena.

      I rolled my eyes, but didn’t spare half a second thinking about Jora and her worries. Because if I did, Sage would definitely take me down.

      Sage stepped closer, jutting his blunt sword forward, the tip aimed directly at my chest. I parried his sword with mine and advanced a large stride at the same time, then landed a round kick to his open side.

      “Good,” he said, an easy smile overtaking his lips. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened. “Very good, my lady.” The smile vanished and he moved. As fast as lightning, he stepped into my personal space, clasped a hand around my neck, and pulled me to him while pushing the tip of his sword into my stomach.

      “Rust,” I muttered.

      “Oh my,” Jora exclaimed again.

      Chuckling, Sage let go of me and lowered his sword. “One of these days, she’ll have a heart attack.”

      I ran a hand over my head, pushing back the strands that fell loose from my braid. “I already told her not to come to my training sessions, but she insists on it.”

      “I’m your handmaid, Lady Blair.” She approached us, her face contorted into a glare. Her chubby cheeks were red with frustration, and her warm brown eyes were ice cold and locked on me. “It’s my duty, my honor, to follow you wherever you go.” She wrinkled her nose. “Even to this smelly place.”

      I smiled at her. The training grounds weren’t that smelly. That, or I had grown used to it since I had spent a lot of time here since I was very young. I didn’t understand how Jora wasn’t used to it too, since she had been taking care of me for just as long.

      “Another round, my lady?” Sage asked.

      “No, no more rounds,” Jora said before I could open my mouth. “We have to go, my lady; otherwise we’ll be late for your visit.”

      Oh, rust. I had forgotten I had my biweekly visit this afternoon. I glanced down at my leather pants and vest, my red-brown boots and my thin beige tunic. “I don’t think Lugh will mind seeing me like this.”

      Red spread over Jora’s cheeks, indicating she was now not only frustrated, but a bit angry too. It was easy to bait her. “He might not mind seeing you like this, my lady, but the queen will.” She grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the exit. “Now come, please.”

      I threw my practice sword to Sage. “I can’t escape this.”

      “I know, my lady.” He lowered his head. “I’ll clean up too, and then meet you at the front gates.”

      “We leave in one hour!” Jora yelled at him, but her eyes faced forward, her steps sure, like a fae on a mission.

      I wiggled my fingers at Sage, but didn’t protest. I let my old friend take me to my chambers, bathe me, and pamper me.
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      Perry, a royal guard, always came to escort me to the palace along with Jora and Sage. I once questioned why, thinking Jora and Sage were capable of riding with me the short distance from the nobles’ district to the palace, but Lugh affirmed it wasn’t only for security. It was to show the Autumn fae that I mattered.

      It had been silly of me to question it, since I had been raised for this role, but I wasn’t one to stay quiet in the back, and Lugh knew that.

      Now, as the five of us—my mother, Bruna, had decided to join us—cut the capital in a slow gait, fae watched. Some stopped whatever they were doing when I passed and waved frantically, others stared with wonder in their eyes, and others eyed me with suspicion. I didn’t let that bother me, though. 

      And it clearly didn’t bother my mother.

      “They adore you, Blair,” she said with a smile. She waved at the fae as if she was the queen. I had to control the urge to roll my eyes at her. I loved my mother, and I knew she loved me. She had my best interest at heart, alongside with her ambition and desires for more.

      My father was the polar
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